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This thesis examines the influence of culture in the national policy 
formulation processes of Malaysia and Australia.  Superficially, these 
two countries have common stated strategic policy priorities (economic 
development and social stability), similar Westminster-based 
architectures of government, and comparable civil services.  However, 
under the influence of culture and history, the two countries‘ policy 
formulation processes have developed very differently. 
 
In seeking explanations for the similarities and differences in 
government processes, the thesis demonstrates how cultural and 
historical experiences influence the policy formulation processes 
themselves, the associated policy outputs and outcomes, and ultimately 
the governments‘ ability to achieve their stated strategic policy 
priorities.  It uses a case study of bilateral trade policy formulation to 
illuminate its findings in a ‗real‘ national policy formulation context. 
 
Some specific examples of cultural and historical experiences shaping 
the policy formulation processes in Malaysia include: a legacy of  
pre-colonial (kerajaan) polities which existed in the Malayo-Indonesian 
archipelago up until the nineteenth century; colonisation by the British; 
and an omnipresent ‗ethnic ideology‘ resulting from continuing fear of 
social unrest (experienced dramatically during the racial riots of 1969).  
In Australia, relevant cultural and historical experiences include: a 
colonial experience different from that of Malaysia, an ensuing 
scepticism about government leadership and the political elites; an 
emphasis on individualism; and values of egalitarianism and equal 
access to opportunity. 
 
By drawing out the role of cultural influences and historical experiences 
in the policy formulation process, the thesis provides a new culturally-
responsive model for the analysis of policy formulation processes.  
Building on traditional policy formulation models which are based on 
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‗logic‘ and ‗rational choice‘, the culturally-responsive model brings out, 
in addition, the more subjective and less straightforward influences 
bearing on a country‘s policy formulation processes.   
 
In the final chapter, the thesis considers some of the implications of 
culturally-influenced policy formulation processes.  It examines how 
country-specific policy formulation processes can create obstacles to 
bilateral (government-to-government) policy formulation collaboration.  
In light of these obstacles, the thesis argues that policy makers in 
Australia and Malaysia need to be more cognisant of cultural and 
historical differences when seeking to collaborate in bilateral policy 
formulation.  The thesis concludes that better awareness about cultural 
and historical influences on the respective countries‘ policy formulation 
processes would likely lead to more comfortable relations between 





I wish to acknowledge my gratitude to a number of people who have 
contributed to this dissertation.  I am grateful, first, to my supervisor, 
Professor Anthony Milner, for his persistence, his patience, and for 
always challenging me to think one step further.  I am also thankful to 
my secondary supervisor Associate Professor Greg Fealy and my advisor 
Professor George Quinn who provided so much support and many 
useful suggestions on chapters read from remote parts of the world. 
 
I would like to thank the senior officials and opinion leaders in Australia 
and Malaysia who so willingly gave up their time to be interviewed.  
Without their considered comments I would not have been able to 
complete this thesis.   
 
I am also grateful to the Institute of Public Policy and Management at 
the University of Malaya for their support while in-country.  For 
generous financial support, I am grateful to the Australian Endeavour 
Program and the former Faculty of Asian Studies at the Australian 
National University.   
 
On a personal level, unending gratitude must be given to my parents.  
My mother, for the daily phone calls, the delicious food donations, and 
for the devout belief that I could get there.  To my father, for the late 
night policy discussions, the hours of guidance, and the painstaking 
questions and suggestions about every page of the manuscript.  Lastly, 
to my husband who is tersabar and tersholeh, I couldn‘t have done it 
without you. 
 7 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
LIST OF ACRONYMS ............................................................................ 9 
 
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................. 12 
Aim of the study .............................................................................. 13 
Thesis structure .............................................................................. 24 
Scope of the study ........................................................................... 28 
Cultural influences and historical experiences affecting policy 
formulation processes in Australia .................................................. 30 
Cultural influences and historical experiences affecting policy 
formulation processes in Malaysia ................................................... 37 
Relationship between history and culture ........................................ 45 
Existing research on Malaysian-Australian public policy ................. 48 
Sources ........................................................................................... 71 
 
CHAPTER 2. SHARED STRATEGIC POLICY PRIORITIES ..................... 74 
Australian and Malaysian strategic policy priorities ......................... 75 
Sustained economic development: a shared strategic  
policy priority .................................................................................. 78 
Social stability: a shared strategic policy priority ............................. 92 
 
CHAPTER 3. ARCHITECTURE OF GOVERNMENT ............................ 121 
Understanding the architecture of government .............................. 122 
Historical background ................................................................... 124 
The constitution ............................................................................ 131 
Federalism .................................................................................... 141 
Monarchy ...................................................................................... 152 
Parliamentary system .................................................................... 158 
Separation of powers ..................................................................... 166 
The Cabinet .................................................................................. 171 
Legislative functions ...................................................................... 182 
How similar are the architectures of government? ......................... 191 
 
CHAPTER 4. PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AND THE POLICY 
FORMULATION PROCESS ................................................................ 194 
Introduction .................................................................................. 195 
The Australian Public Service ........................................................ 195 
The Malaysian Public Service ........................................................ 197 
Policy versus politics? ................................................................... 204 
The policy cycle ............................................................................. 206 
Comparative analysis of the policy cycle in  
Australia and Malaysia .................................................................. 214 
The role of historical experience and cultural  
influences in shaping the policy cycle ............................................ 227 
Summary and conclusions ............................................................ 231 
 
CHAPTER 5. ATTRIBUTES OF GOVERNANCE .................................. 234 
Introduction .................................................................................. 235 
Identifying the attributes of governance ......................................... 237 
Attribute 1. Participation and consensus orientation ..................... 240 
 8 
Attribute 2. Transparency ............................................................. 257 
Attribute 3. Accountability ............................................................ 278 
Attribute 4. Equity and inclusiveness ............................................ 288 
Attribute 5. The rule of law ........................................................... 296 
Attribute 6. Effectiveness and efficiency ........................................ 306 
Attribute 7. Responsiveness .......................................................... 320 
Conclusion ................................................................................... 331 
 
CHAPTER 6. THE MALAYSIA-AUSTRALIA FREE TRADE AGREEMENT:  
A CASE STUDY OF DOMESTIC INFLUENCES ON POLICY 
FORMULATION AND IMPLEMENTATION .......................................... 335 
Introduction .................................................................................. 336 
Overview of the Malaysia-Australia trade relationship ................... 337 
Cultural and historical differences in international  
negotiation theory ......................................................................... 341 
The long MAFTA negotiation process ............................................. 345 
Challenges in negotiating the MAFTA ............................................ 360 
Conclusion: Common goals are not enough ................................... 383 
 
CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSIONS ............................................................ 390 
The policy formulation process as a comparative  
policy analysis model ....................................................................... 391 
Influences on policy formulation processes.................................... 396 
Impediments to bilateral cooperation ............................................ 401 
Implications of this study .............................................................. 405 
 
ANNEX A. GLOSSARY ...................................................................... 409 
 
ANNEX B. LIST OF INTERVIEWEES ................................................. 411 
 
ANNEX C. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS ................................................. 413 
 





LIST OF ACRONYMS 
 
9MP 9th Malaysian Plan 
AANZFTA ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand Free Trade Agreement 
ABIM Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia; Malaysian Islamic Youth 
Movement 
ALIRAN Aliran Kesadaran Negara; National Consciousness 
Movement 
ANAO Australian National Audit Office 
APS Australian Public Service 
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
AUD Australian Dollars 
AUSFTA Australia-United States Free Trade Agreement 
BCA Business Council of Australia 
BN Barisan Nasional; National Front 
CIU Cabinet Implementation Unit 
DFAT Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
FOI Freedom of Information 
FTA Free Trade Agreement 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
ICU Implementation Coordination Unit  
INTAN National Institute of Public Administration Malaysia 
ISA Internal Security Act 
JTC Joint Trade Committee 
KPI Key Performance Indicator 
  
 10 
MAFTA Malaysia-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
MAMPU Malaysian Administration Modernisation and Management 
Planning Unit 
MCA Malaysian Chinese Association 
MCP Malaysian Communist Party 
MGGI Malaysian Gender Gap Index 
MIC Malaysian Indian Congress 
MKRA Ministerial Key Result Area 
MKPI Ministerial Key Performance Indicators 
MoU Memorandum of Understanding 
MYR Malaysian Ringgit 
NDP National Development Policy 
NEP New Economic Policy 
NGO Non-Governmental Organisations 
NKRA National Key Result Area 
NOM Net Overseas Migration 
OSA Official Secrets Act 
PAS Parti Islam Semalaysia; Islamic Party of Malaysia 
PEMANDU Performance Management and Delivery Unit 
PERODUA Perusahaan Otomobil Kedua Bhd.; Second Automobile 
Company (Limited) 
PM&C Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
PROTON Perusahaan Otomobil Nasional; National Automobile 
Company 
ROS Register of Societies 
SAFTA Singapore-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
 11 
SUARAM Suara Rakyat Malaysia; Malaysian People‘s Voice 
TAFTA Thailand-Australia Free Trade Agreement  
UMNO United Malays National Organisation 
UNDP United National Development Program 
UNESCAP United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific 
WTO World Trade Organisation 
  
